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What is the ACS? 
• A large national survey 

that uses continuous 
measurement methods to 
produce detailed 
population and housing 
estimates each year 
 

• Designed to produce 
critical information that 
was previously collected 
in the decennial census 
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American Community Survey 
Content 
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Selected Census  
Geographic Concepts 

Legal/Administrative Areas 
• Nation 
• States 
• Counties 
• Incorporated Places 
• Minor Civil Divisions 
• Congressional Districts 
• State Legislative Districts 
• School Districts 
• Zip Code Tabulation Areas 

(ZCTAs) 

Statistical Areas 
• Regions 
• Divisions 
• Census Designated Places 
• Census County Divisions 
• Public Use Microdata Areas 

(PUMA) 
• Census Tracts 
• Block Groups 
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Availability of ACS Data Products 

Estimated Population 
of Geographic Area 

Type of ACS Estimates 
Released 

65,000 or more 1-year, 3-year, 5-year 

20,000 to 64,999 3-year, 5-year 

Less than 20,000 5-year 



Data Products Release Schedule 

Year of Data Release 
Type of 

Estimate 
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Year(s) of Data Collection 
1-Year  2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

3-Year NA 2005-
2007 

2006-
2008 

2007-
2009 

2008-
2010 

2009-
2011 

2010-
2012 

5-Year NA NA NA 2005-
2009 

2006-
2010 

2007-
2011 

2008-
2012 
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Tracts and Block Groups 

• Census tracts are small, relatively permanent 
statistical subdivisions of a county 

• Block groups are statistical subdivisions of 
census tracts and are the lowest level of 
geography available in the ACS 

• Block group estimates are available only in the 
ACS Summary File, not American FactFinder 

• Block groups and tracts are available only in the 
ACS 5-year estimates 
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Kalamazoo County, MI - 
Census Tract 30.04 
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Kalamazoo County, MI - Census Tract 
30.04, Block Groups 1, 2, & 3 
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TIGERweb-Map Layers 
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http://tigerweb.geo.census.gov/tigerweb/ 



TIGERweb-Block Groups 
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What is the ACS Summary File? 

• Set of comma-delimited text files that 
contain all of the Detailed Tables 

• Stored in a series of files on the FTP site 
• Files contain only the data from the tables 

(no information such as table title, 
description of the rows, etc) 

• Data have already been tabulated for 
specific geographic areas 
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FTP Site 
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http://www2.census.gov/acs2012_1yr/summaryfile/2012_ACSSF_By_State_By_ 
Sequence_Table_Subset/Michigan/ 



AFF vs. Summary File 
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How to Use the ACS SF 

1—Verify table is available at block group 
level 
 
2—Use appropriate tool to access ACS SF 
 FTP site 
 DataFerrett 
 Summary File Retrieval Tool 
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Summary File Page 
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http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/summary_file/ 



Check Appendix E for Table 

20 

http://www2.census.gov/acs2011_5yr/summaryfile/ACS_2007_2011_SF_Tech_ 
Doc.pdf 
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File Transfer Protocol (FTP) 

• Census Bureau’s storage center for 
archived and current data 

• Includes ACS PUMS and Summary File 
• Available at http://www2.census.gov/ 
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Summary File Organization 
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http://www2.census.gov/acs2011_5yr/summaryfile/ 



File Naming 

2011 5 mi 0075 000.zip 
 

• 2011=reference year 
• 5=period covered 
• mi=state level 
• 0075=sequence number 
• 000=iteration ID 
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Estimate file 
e20115mi0075000.txt 

Geography file 
g20115mi.csv or g20115mi.txt 

Margin of error file 
m20115mi0075000.txt 



Starting and Ending Position 
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7-
13 



Templates 
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http://www2.census.gov/acs2011_5yr/summaryfile/UserTools/2011_Summary_
FileTemplates.zip 
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DataFerrett 
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http://dataferrett.census.gov/ 



Finding Summary Data 
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Select Geographies 
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Select Geographies 
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Next Level-State 
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Next Level-County 
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Next Level-Census Tract 
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Next Level-Block Group 
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Step 2 
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Make Table 
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Results 

39 



Outline 
• American Community Survey (ACS) basics 
• Tracts and block groups 
• Overview of ACS Summary File (ACS SF) 
• Ways to access the ACS SF 

– FTP site 
– DataFerrett 
– Summary File Retrieval Tool 

• Wrap up 

40 



Summary File Retrieval Tool 

• Tool allows users to load tables from the 
ACS SF into an Excel spreadsheet 

• Must have Excel 2007 or newer to run tool 
• You can access all tracts and block groups 

per table per state 
• Available at 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_  
documentation/summary_file/ 
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Summary File Page 
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http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/summary_file/ 



SF Retrieval Tool 
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Step 1 of 2 
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Step 2 of 2 
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Results-Estimates 
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Video on Using SF Retrieval Tool 
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http://www.youtube.com/user/uscensusbureau 
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Recap 
• Tracts and block groups are only available 

as 5-year estimates (not 1-year or 3-year) 
• Block group level estimates are not 

available in American FactFinder; you 
must use the ACS Summary File 

• You can access the ACS SF using the FTP 
site, DataFerrett, or SF Retrieval Tool 
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Block Groups in 3 Steps 

1-Verify your table is available at the block 
group level (check Appendix E in SF Tech Doc) 
 
2-Find your block group using TIGERweb 
 
3-Use your tool of choice to find table(s) 
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Stay in Touch 
• Join the ACS Data Users Group 

– http://www.acsdatausers.org/ 
• Get ACS email updates 

– https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USCE
NSUS/subscriber/new?category_id=USCENS
US_C12 

• Submit questions 
– https://ask.census.gov/ 

• Contact the call center 
– 1-800-923-8282 
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Questions? 
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